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Since taking office in 1990, two problems have continued to hound Peruvian President Alberto
Fujimori: a violent Maoist insurgency and recurring charges by human rights groups that the
military is guilty of serious abuses in its attempts to crush the guerrillas. After the September 1992
arrest of Abimael Guzman, founder and maximum leader of Sendero Luminoso, and the subsequent
capture of most of the Sendero leadership, the government insisted that the violence that had racked
Peru for the past decade was on the wane.
Both domestically and abroad, even among many of Fujimori's opponents, there was growing
hope that he was right. In Peru, the palpable tension throughout the country diminished as the
number of terrorist attacks subsided. With peace on the horizon, foreign investors were once again
looking at Peru as a reasonable place to invest. Despite these apparent advances, the Fujimori
government never fully managed to escape recurring charges that serious human rights violations
were commonplace in the country. Both before and after Fujimori's April 1992 auto-golpe, the US
and other creditors periodically held up funds, citing the lack of respect for human rights. The case
which became the focus of most attention was the military's abduction and killing of nine students
and a professor at the La Cantuta university campus in July 1992.
Since the beginning of April, an upsurge in army- guerrilla clashes has pushed the specter of
political violence to the forefront again, shaking the notion that such turmoil had become a thing
of the past. Guerrillas from Sendero Luminoso have staged a series of ambushes against the
military, plus bloody attacks against civilians in recent weeks. In addition, the smaller guerrilla
group, Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac Amaru (MRTA), also staged a major ambush in April,
demonstrating that this organization also remains active and capable of contributing to the
destabilization of the country. For its part, the army has launched a major counterinsurgency
offensive in northern and central areas of the country, ostensibly to "finish off" Sendero. Not
surprisingly, accusations are mounting that the army is again committing widespread abuses against
the civilian population in the campaign.
Charges of abuses were first made by the Coordinadora Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH),
the coordinating body of human rights groups in Peru. In mid-April, the CNDH said it had received
testimony that as many as 100 civilians had been killed by the military in villages along the left
bank of the Huallaga River, in Leoncio Prado province, in the department of Huanuco (see Notisur
04/22/94). In late April, the congressional human rights commission, which comprises both progovernment and opposition legislators, added its voice to the accusations after its members
directly visited the area. On April 24, members of the commission found seven bodies, presumably
campesinos, during their fact-finding trip to the zone. Local campesinos led the five-member
delegation to the bodies, according to Carlos Blanco, president of the commission. "An army patrol
launched a merciless attack on Molluna in early April," the campesinos told the commission.
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The commission found two of the bodies near Molluna. One body was identified by the victim's
sister, who said that Molluna was attacked by helicopter gunships and that her brother was killed
in the attack. The congressional delegation received testimony of other abuses by the military
including robbery, rape, and torture of suspected Sendero sympathizers. However, the commission
was not unified in its assessment of the fact-finding trip. Pro- government congressman Blanco said
that finding the bodies does not necessarily mean they were killed by the military. On the other
hand, opposition congressman Roger Caceres said the testimony received by the commission leaves
no doubt that soldiers were guilty of killing innocent civilians.
The commission has called for a full-scale investigation of operations in the Upper Huallaga.
Nevertheless, the full Congress in which Fujimori's Cambio-90 coalition has a majority did not wait
for the commission's report before passing a motion condemning as irresponsible the CNDH's
accusations of human rights abuses by the military. On April 28, Congress rejected a motion
that any action wait until the commission report was complete, and instead passed the motion of
condemnation, asserting the CNDH had damaged the image of Peru.
According to opposition congressman Henry Pease, the ruling "is what really damages the country's
image, because it makes the Congress look like an accomplice in regrettable deeds." US State
Department spokesperson Christine Shelly issued a statement on April 28 expressing US concern
about events in Peru. "We are deeply concerned about recent reports of killings by Peruvian military
forces of civilians," the statement said. "Human rights monitors and journalists who have visited
the area report that civilian non-combatants have been targeted by the army as well...We urge
the government of Peru to move swiftly to allow full access to the region and to begin a thorough
investigation of these reports of civilian deaths."
Gen. Alfredo Rodriguez, head of the political-military command in the conflictive zone, denied
that the military was involved in the deaths of the campesinos and said his troops had not attacked
Molluna. Rodriguez said two of the bodies found by the congressional commission were of Sendero
leaders and the other five were of persons who had been dead for years. Rodriguez also defended
the military's restrictions against entrance into the zone by members of the International Red
Cross. Representatives of the Red Cross have been denied free access to the area where the
counterinsurgency offensive is taking place, allowed in only if accompanied by a military escort.
Speaking to reporters on April 24, Gen. Rodriguez accused the Red Cross of collaborating with
Sendero. According to Rodriguez, the Red Cross "wants to paint us as the bad ones, while they say
nothing about the crimes of Sendero against the civilian population. They don't say anything about
the campesinos whose throats are slit by the subversives because they refuse to follow Sendero's
orders." The general's accusation brought prompt condemnation from the human rights community
in Peru. Rosa Mujica, executive secretary of the CNDH, said, "Such statements reflect the mentality
of the Peruvian military, for whom an interest in defending civil rights is suspected as subversion."
Many military officers say that the present hue and cry about human rights is just one more effort
to discredit the military and halt the offensive against Sendero. One army captain said, "It's very
easy to be critical from a desk in Lima, while we are out here risking our lives fighting Sendero."
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Military spokespersons claim that much of the Huallaga Valley has been retaken from Sendero,
which has largely controlled the area for the past ten years. The army says the remaining two
Sendero columns, operating in an area known as the Bolson Cuchara, will be wiped out before July.
Such predictions are dangerous, as recent experience in Peru has demonstrated all too well. After
Guzman's arrest, the government and many Sendero experts said that the Maoist group had been
dealt a fatal blow, and Fujimori capitalized on the arrest to demoralize Guzman's followers.
A year and a half after Guzman's capture, it is questionable how many of the remaining Sendero
militants actually "follow" their jailed leader and support his well-publicized calls for a peace treaty
with the government. The April events have clearly shown that a faction of hard-liners has opted to
continue the armed struggle. According to the military, that faction, which is being called "Sendero
Rojo," is under the command of Oscar Ramirez Durand, known as "Feliciano," the son of a retired
Peruvian general.
In addition to the Sendero offensives and counteroffensives, there has been a resurgence in MRTA
activity in recent weeks. The MRTA was also counted out by the Fujimori administration after the
arrest of leader Victor Polay in 1992, an assessment that would now seem to have been premature.
The latest MRTA attack an ambush on April 25 of military vehicles in the central department of
Pasco left 15 dead, 30 wounded, and 13 still unaccounted for, including both military personnel and
civilians. The rupture in the picture of a "pacified" Peru will have to be mended quickly if Fujimori
hopes to move the economy ahead and solidify his chances for reelection in 1995.

-- End --
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